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Abstract 
My research focuses on the impact of (past) collective violence, resulting out of the armed conflict 
between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the Government of Uganda, onto the upbringing of 
children in Kitgum District, Northern Uganda. To explore this research question I performed, among 
others, recurrent interviews with formerly abducted women and men who were forcibly recruited 
within the LRA ranks and became parents while in captivity. 
The need for a reflexive and relational stance is emphasized throughout this paper while 
elaborating on two major methodological and ethical questions that I came across while undertaking 
my field work. First, a specific process was carried out in order to gain access to the research context 
and its participants. Throughout this process, I was continuously balancing between protecting the 
history of the participants on the one hand and meeting participants several times in order to 
thoroughly explain the research, build trust and perform follow-up interviews on the other hand. In 
addition, the use of ‘brokers’ within the research to connect me to (potential) participants and to 
provide translation also influenced the way participants were recruited, informed and how the 
interviews took form. Second, I will extend on the research relationship with my participants in which 
we simultaneously had to consider participants’ trauma and vulnerability on the one hand, and their 
strengths, resilience and agency on the other hand. 
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When setting up and executing a research project, the researcher has an ethical obligation to "guide, 
protect, and oversee the interests of the people he or she is studying" (Neuman, 2011, p. 58). However, 
doing research with participants who experienced traumatic events as a result of collective violence is 
fraught with methodological and ethical challenges because of the several constraints that can 
complicate the research process in conflict and post-conflict settings (De Haene, Grietens & 
Verschueren, 2010). For instance, studies is such settings could potentially violate the ‘do no harm’ 
ethic as researchers might ask participants to recount traumatizing experiences (El-Khani et al., 2013; 
Wood 2006). Furthermore, research among populations whose social position is precarious, such as 
former child soldiers or victims of sexual and gender-based violence, could potentially expose a part 
of the participant’s history that they would want to keep hidden from their families and communities, 
even furthering their discrimination and marginalization (Apio, 2007; Kohrt, Rai & Maharjan, 2015). In 
addition, this marginal position, which is often connected to living with few financial and social 
resources, and a history of traumatic experiences might impede participants’ autonomy in deciding to 
voluntarily participate in a research project (MacKenzie, McDowell & Pittaway, 2007; Schiltz & Büscher, 
2016; Wood, 2006). On the other hand, however, some research accounts equally point to the 
observation that participants perceived the research process as a way to have their voice heard and 
become agents of advocacy for themselves and their peers (De Haene et al., 2010). 
Notwithstanding the unpredictability of many methodological and ethical issues during field 
work in (post)conflict settings (Jacobson & Landau, 2003), it remains vital to continuously reflect upon 
both the potential harms and benefits throughout the whole research process including, but not 
limited to, processes of ‘getting in’, the use of ‘brokers’2, autonomy and agency, vulnerability, narration 
and phasing out the research. Therefore, in this paper, I want to elaborate on several ethically 
important themes that I encountered in my research with mothers and fathers who became parents 
while in forced captivity. 
 
Background to the research project and field work 
The research project focuses on the impact of (past) collective violence, resulting out of the armed 
conflict between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the Ugandan government, onto the upbringing 
                                                          
2 By using the term ‘brokers’ we mean those persons who connected the first author with (possible) participants. 
Brokers could take on the role of research assistant/translator, participant mobilizer or ‘gatekeepers’. 
of children in Kitgum District, Northern Uganda3. To explore this research question, we performed 
interviews and focus groups with various target groups, namely (1) 7 mothers and 4 fathers who 
became parents while in forced captivity with the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), (2) 5 persons who 
were parents while staying in the internally displaced people’s camps, (3) elders (43 participants in 6 
focus groups out of which 6 persons were selected for follow-up interviews), and (4) 8 social workers. 
Next to these ‘official’ (i.e., recorded) interviews and focus groups, I also had numerous informal 
conversations with government leaders, community leaders, parents of missing children, youth, social 
workers and fellow researchers. 
Overall, I completed four periods of field work, namely in 2014 (three months), 2015 (three 
months) and 2016 (two times one month). During my first field work (2014), I mostly wanted to explore 
interesting themes with regard to my research question and to pilot my (semi-structured) interview 
guide including questions about participants’ own upbringing, their experiences as a caregiver before, 
during and after the forced abduction, and how they perceived upbringing in future. In my second field 
work (2015), I performed the interviews and focus groups with the different target groups as described 
above. In my third and fourth field work period (2016), I did follow-up interviews and member checks 
with the forcibly abducted mothers and fathers only. Given the often complex and rich interviews 
performed during my first two field work periods, I decided to further the contacts with this target 
group and to follow them up during a period of about one year and a half (March 2015 to July 2016). 
Overall, we did at least four ‘official’ interviews with each of the mothers and fathers4. 
                                                          
3 Since Yoweri K. Museveni’s army overthrew the government in 1986, in total, over twenty armed groups have 
tried to gain power (Dolan & Hovil, 2006). The collective violence resulting out of the armed conflict between the 
Ugandan Government, led by President Museveni, and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), led by Joseph Kony, has 
by far received greatest attention. During about two decades, several groups inflicted violence upon the mainly 
Northern Ugandan population (Dolan, 2011). The LRA organized major massacres, killing and maiming many, and 
abducted thousands of children and youth to serve as child soldiers. Within this context of forced abduction, the 
LRA set up a highly organized and controlled system of forced marriages and parenthood (Atim, Acan, Etap & 
Bunting, 2017; Carlson & Maruzana, 2008; Watye Ki Gen & CAP International, 2013). Furthermore, the Ugandan 
government forced up to 1.8 million people, which accounted for about 90% of the Northern Ugandan 
population, in internally displacement camps in which they experienced lack of adequate security and protection, 
food, water, sanitation, livelihood and educational opportunities, medical care and overcrowding (Finnström, 
2008; Harlachter et al., 2006). 
4 We interviewed seven (7) mothers and four (4) fathers aged between 26 and 38 years old (mean [combined]: 
30.25; mean [mothers]: 27.7; mean [fathers]: 32.8). The participants spent between 5 and 12 years in forced 
captivity (mean [combined]: 8.25; mean [mothers]: 7.5; mean [fathers]: 9). They were forcibly abducted when 
they were between 11 and 16 years old (mean [combined]: 13.1; mean [mothers]: 12.7; mean [fathers]: 13.5) 
and became first-time parents when they were between 15 to 20 years old (mean [combined]: 18; mean 
[mothers]: 16.5; mean [fathers]: 19.5). The participants became parents to one to three children, with the 
majority supporting two children while in captivity. 
‘Getting in’ and working with research ‘brokers’ 
During my first field work I noticed how the process of getting access to my research context, including 
communities and organisations, appeared to be of key importance. In the (Northern) Ugandan context, 
it is possible to ‘get in’ in different ways but it is mandatory to pass through several (government) 
offices. As such, there are gatekeepers positioned on different levels; the Ugandan Council for Science 
and Technology (UNCST)5 on the national level, the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) and the Resident 
District Commissioner (RDC) on the District level6, the LC III and the Sub-County Chief on Sub-County 
level7, and the LC I’s on the village level8. Next to these actors, there are many other ‘players’ on the 
field, often with their own agenda and interests (Schiltz & Büscher, 2016). Although there are both 
opportunities and restrictions/risks connected to ‘getting in’ using the formal system, we noticed that 
it gave our research more credibility – both among the local leaders as among the participants 
themselves. 
 After obtaining consent from the government offices on different levels9, at the start of the 
first two field work periods, we organized a general, informative meeting in every Sub-County in which 
officials, representatives, potential participants and everyone interested to learn more about the 
research were invited. This meeting was organized to simultaneously inform a broader audience about 
the research, and to get in touch with potential participants while avoiding to reveal that some of them 
were former child soldiers or victims of sexual and gender-based violence as they were recruited from 
a larger group of people (cf. Kohrt et al., 2015). During these meetings, a participant mobilizer was also 
appointed who ‘brokered’ the initial relationship between myself and my two local research 
assistants/translators, and potential participants living in their respective Sub-Counties. 
 Many scholars have pointed to several caveats in working with ‘brokers’ (i.e., 
research/assistants, participants mobilizers) such as a hampered mutual understanding between 
researchers, brokers and participants, a particular framing of participants’ accounts by brokers, power 
differences between researchers and brokers, and the influence of brokers’ own expectations and 
interests (MacKenzie et al., 2007; Schiltz & Büscher, 2016). Indeed, brokers are active agents in the 
construction of the relationship and the information sharing between the researcher and the 
                                                          
5 If a new research project is initiated within the territory of Uganda, one has to file a request to the UNCST which 
serves as an ethical commission. 
6 The Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) and the Resident District Commissioner (RDC) are, respectively, the head 
of the political system and the central contact person for security issues on District level. 
7 The LC III and the Sub-County Chief are, respectively, the head of the political system and the head of the 
community system on Sub-County level. 
8 The LC I is the mayor of a certain village. 
9 This consent had to be repeatedly obtained at the beginning of every field work period. 
participants (Schiltz & Büscher, 2016). Although it was necessary to work with research brokers in order 
to gain access to the research context and for the research to be culturally embedded, it wasn’t 
possible to fully control which persons were and were not approached to take part in the research and 
which information was and wasn’t being passed on to potential participants. To address this concern, 
we met with most of our participants before the start of the interview. In this meeting, and before the 
start and at the end of each interview, particular attention was paid to (re)informing and addressing 
participants’ concerns and questions in order to obtain informed consent. Consent was thus seen as a 
careful and continuous process that was repeated – and had to be repeated – in every contact with 
the participants (MacKenzie et al., 2007; Vervliet, Rousseau, Broekaert & Derluyn, 2015). Furthermore, 
the interviews were audio-taped and literally transcribed in English by an independent transcriber 
(who was not present during the interviews), fluent in both Luo and English, to account for any 
misinterpretations that might have happened during simultaneous translation. For instance, on several 
occasions, it was obvious that the research assistant/translator added information that the participant 
had not mentioned. Possible explanations for this could be that the research assistant/translator did 
so as a means to make the participants’ accounts more comprehensive for the researcher, who was 
perceived to be an ‘outsider’, or as a way to deal with own personal experiences as the research 
assistants/translators were also affected by the collective violence themselves in different ways. To 
address this issue, a regular debriefing was done with the research assistants/translators. 
 
Research as an intersubjective activity and shared space 
Throughout my field work, it was very important to me to invest a lot of time and energy in building a 
relationship with my participants given that, on the one hand, I felt that I needed regular contacts with 
my participants to clear out questions and expectations surrounding the research connected to my 
position an outsider and, on the other hand, because I was dissatisfied about the way that research 
had been generally executed in the area. Various ‘brokers’ and participants pointed out that many 
researchers and organizations come in, perform data collection and disappear without anyone 
properly knowing what the research was about or how it will be used. By taking time to regularly meet 
with and listen to my participants, I felt that it supported me in better contextualizing their stories and 
giving them respect for the time and energy they put into the research. Although I duly considered 
their questions for support (see further), I felt that this respect and my time was often the only thing 
that I could give in return (cf. Wood, 2006). Although elaborating a research relationship with 
participants as an outsider didn’t go as smoothly because of the language barrier and simultaneous 
translation (see supra), the high expectations that some of the participants held and consequential 
questions for support, and the power differences between myself, the research assistants/translators 
and the participants, I felt that participants started to feel more comfortable with me during the follow-
up visits. 
 Notwithstanding the value of this approach, it was necessary to carefully balance between 
having regular contacts with the participants to thoroughly explain the research, build trust and 
elaborate the discussions on the one hand and protecting the identity and privacy of participants on 
the other hand. This proved to be difficult given that, over the one year and a half that we followed up 
this group of participants, it wasn’t always easy to get in touch with all of them directly as some were 
mobilized through others (e.g. participant mobilizer or other participants), some gave a telephone 
number that didn’t go through or, in three instances, participants relocated to another location. 
Consequently, in some cases where we couldn’t get in touch with participants directly or via our 
participant mobilizers, we tried to make contact via family or community members and often visited 
these participants at home. Although we always kept the explanation of our research very broad 
without revealing that we also included former child soldiers in our study, we cannot guarantee that 
the privacy and history of some of the participants could have potentially been revealed to the broader 
public. When following up with our participants themselves, however, we didn’t receive any 
information that this were to be the case. 
 Furthermore, it was necessary to simultaneously consider participants’ trauma and 
vulnerability, and their strengths, resilience and agency throughout the research process (De Haene et 
al., 2010; MacKenzie et al., 2007). Given that we asked participants to recount potentially traumatic 
experiences, I wanted to make sure that we were able to provide the necessary emotional support 
during and after the interviews, and in between the field work periods. As such, one of the research 
assistants/translators also had a background in psychotherapeutic counselling services, which were 
offered to all of the participants10. Notwithstanding the provision of emotional support, our 
participants regularly raised questions for financial and material support (e.g., school fees, hospital 
bills, airtime) throughout the various contacts – potentially pointing to their agency and the will to 
change their situations (Vervliet et al., 2015). Although supporting participants is a grey zone within 
research ethics, we decided to provide help in two specific instances. First, we supported (i.e., provided 
call credit) one of our participants in contacting her ‘husband’ from captivity as she wanted to reunite 
with him given her current husband didn’t support her child that she came back with from captivity. 
Second, we facilitated (i.e., provided transport) a reconciliation meeting between the family of one of 
                                                          
10 It was clarified to the participants that partaking in psychotherapeutic counselling services did not in any way 
influence their participation in the research. All what was said during these sessions was kept confidential 
between the participant and the research assistant/translator. This information was not incorporated into the 
data collection. 
our participants, who moved back to her parental home because of the lack of support by her husband, 
and the family of her husband. 
 Given that we cannot ‘rush out’ of research relationships as breaking the boundaries of trust 
might be harmful for participants (Vervliet et al., 2015), we provided enough time for debriefing in the 
final stage of our field work with these mothers and fathers (MacKenzie et al., 2007). In order to ‘give 
back’ to the community at large, formal and informal feedback sessions were also organized with 
participants, social workers, government officials and representatives at the closure of the field work 
to strengthen the representation of the preliminary research results – similar to the meetings that 
were held at the beginning of my first two field work periods.  
 
Conclusion 
Throughout elaborating on two major methodological and ethical issues/themes that I came across 
while undertaking my field work, I emphasized on several opportunities and questions resulting out of 
such a relational and reflexive ethical stance in setting up, executing and phasing out my research 
project with forcibly abducted mothers and fathers. Given that procedural ethics, carried forward by 
ethical review boards, only partially cover the methodological and ethical questions encountered in 
research with participants who experienced traumatic events as a result of collective violence, ‘it has 
been argued [that] research ethics should move beyond these codes … to the in-depth, long-term 
relationships that may develop between participants and researchers’ (Lahman et al., 2011, p. 1399). 
As such, the research relationship can be perceived as a complex, intersubjective and ever-changing 
space that influences and is influenced by the context in which it evolves (De Haene et al.; England, 
1994). Over a period of one year and a half, we journeyed together with our participants, balancing 
between having recurrent contacts and potentially revealing their history, and simultaneously 
acknowledging and supporting their strengths and vulnerabilities. 
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